Death of the Papanicolaou smear? A tale of three reasons.
The Papanicolaou smear is arguably the most cost-effective cancer screening test ever devised. Yet future availability of this low-cost test is seriously threatened by increasing litigation, huge awards, and the implied linkage between "error" and "negligence." The expectation of a 0 error standard, even for a screening test, is central in the current medical-legal climate. Three reasons for this escalating problem will be explored, as follows: (1) substandard laboratories; (2) misunderstanding of the Papanicolaou smear by the media, the public, the legal profession, and physicians, compounded by the "greed factor"; (3) an "acceptable error rate" in quality laboratories for Papanicolaou smear screening. I will explore the future of the Papanicolaou smear and will make specific recommendations for all obstetricians-gynecologists.